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XXXIII. Of the torpidity of Swallows and Martins. By 
James Cornifh, Surgeon, at Totnefs, Devonfhire, in 
fundry Letters to the Honourable Daines Barrington, 
F. R. S. and Dr. Maty, Sec. R. S. 


LETTER I, 

TO DR. MATY. 

si r, Totnefs, Feb. 3, 1775. 

Redde, May 25, A g it has long been a dejideratam among 
I775 ' Jf\- the naturalifts to decide, with cer¬ 
tainty, Whether fwallows and martins remain in a torpid 
Rate during the winter, or are birds of paffage; I fhall 
make no apology for troubling you with this letter, as 
it determines one part of the queftion, as I imagine, 
beyond doubt. In the beginning of November, being 
fifhing on the banks of the river Dart, which runs at 
the bottom of a very fteep hill, from the fide of which 
project feveral large rocks, overgrown with ivy and 
thicket; I was at once furprized with the fight of a great 
number of martins. Now the feafon of the year being 
fo advanced, I defifted from my amufement,that I might 
the more carefully obferve the birds, which, I concluded, 
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had been brought out of their winter quarters by the 
finenefs of the afternoon, it being remarkably pleafant 
and warm for the time of the year; the Sun at that 
time darting its rays directly againft the rocks, juft 
oppofite to which I had fixed my ftation. They conti¬ 
nued to flit to and fro for near half an hour, keeping very 
near together, and never flying in a direct line above 
thirty or forty yards, and never, when at the fartheft, 
above a hundred yards diftant from the rocks; clofer to 
which they now, as the Sun lowered, began to gather 
very fait. Their numbers now leffened confiderably; and 
in a very fhort time they all returned into the fiflures of 
the rocks, from whence they had been induced to venture 
out by the warmth of the evening. I was particularly 
careful to obferve if there was a fwallow amongft them; 
but there was not one. Of this I am certain; for they 
w r ere feveral times within the diftance of twenty yards 
from the places where I flood. I was the more attentive 
to this, as I had been repeatedly allured, by many mailers 
of veflels in the ftlh-trade, that they conftantly faw every 
autumn, as they failed up the Mediterranean, vaft flights 
of fwallows, bending their courfe towards the South. 
From which there is the ftrongeft reafon to believe, that 
thefe birds, during the winter months, do feek a warmer 
climate; though Mr. buffon has, for want of pofitive 
evidence, left that point undetermined. The above 
account, of which I am at all times ready to atteft the 
truth, fettling the queftion, relative to martins, be¬ 
yond any doubt, is the bell apology I can make for 
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the liberty I have taken in troubling yon With it* If I 
have not been fufficiently circumftantial in this relation* 
I lhall be at any time willing to anfwer any queries you 
may think proper to favour me with. I am, 8cc. 


LETTER II. 

TO THE HON. DAINES BARRINGTON. 

sir, March 31, 1775. 

I SHOULD not have deferred a fingle pofl acknow¬ 
ledging the receipt of your favour of the 19th ult . 
if I could fo foon have procured a fecond perufal of 
your very interefting paper, publiihed in the LXIId vo¬ 
lume of the Philofophical Tranfa&ions, in which you 
have thrown fo much light on the fubjedt, from the in- 
veftigation of which I derive the honour of your cor- 
reipondence. The feafon, as you obferve, is arrived 
when fwallows and martins do ufually begin to make 
their appearance; but there has not yet been one feen in 
this part of the country, probably from the uncommon 
coldnefs of the feafon j but you may depend on my 
taking every method in my power to fulfil your requefi, 
fo far as to get fome of the birds fhot, as foon as they be¬ 
gin to ilfue forth from the rocks, where they have un¬ 
doubtedly remained.in a torpid Rate fince the month of 
November laft. I am informed by a perfon who under- 
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ftands blowing rocks, that it is almoft impoffihle to come 
at the bottom of the fiflures of thefe in queftion. It could 
not be done but by gun-powder, and then at a great ex» 
pence, and not without danger of deftroying much of 
the field above ; befides, the force of the powder per¬ 
vading every hollow, would inevitably annihilate the 
birds, and fo fruftrate the end of our labour. I conceived 
the idea of deftroying the rock in its fullforce, at the time 
when the martins entered it, as I concluded, for their 
winter’s dormitory; and believe, that had the weather 
continued favourable, I fhould have actually attempted it t 
but on reflection it did not appear, that the difcovery 
would have been adequate to the difficulty and expence 
that would have attended it. For there is certainly no¬ 
thing more extraordinary in finding martins, in a ftate 
of torpidity, than dormice or bats, which are animals, 
equal in bulk to the fwallow or martin. Dormice are 
frequently found dead to all appearance in the winter 
in old hedges; and we can procure bats at all times, in 
any number, from a fubterraneous place, called Kent’s 
Hole, near Torbay. Now if the examination of the in- 
teftinal tube of one of this tribe of mungrel animals in 
a torpid ftate, fhould be thought worth attending to, it 
can be done at any time. Bats, indeed, are fometimes 
feen in winter, in very mild weather ; though none have 
yet made their appearance with us. And I am ready 
to atteft, if ocCafioa fhoukl require, that I have feen 
martins in Totnefs in the months of December and Ja¬ 
nuary; though I do not remember ever to have feen a 
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fWallow in the winter. Upon the whole, I cannot help 
thinking my own evidence, with refpeft to the martin, 
to be abfolutely conclufive, as is likewife the teftimony 
of Mr. stevens and Dr. eye; though it is to be regret¬ 
ted, that thefe gentlemen fhoold have left any doubt, 
whether the birds found in the mud were fwallows or 
martins ? And Mr. kleim, in his paper De Hibernaculis 
Hirundinum, afierts, that his father found three black 
martins or fwifts in an old oak during the winter, which 
on being-laid before a fire, loon recovered ftrength 
enough to fly about the room, though they died foon 
after. The abjection which has been brought againft 
the opinion, that thefe birds do remain torpid during 
winter, is^ that all birds do moult once in a year, and 
fwallows do not moult with us. Now this argument is 
of little weight with me; as I am of opinion, that no 
bird that is to remain in a torpid ftate during winter, 
can undergo the procefs of moulting; for it is proba¬ 
ble, if I may hazard fuch a conjecture, that the great lofs 
of blood, which other birds fuffer during the change 
of their feathers, is faved by nature, in birds which 
undergo a ftate of torpidity, for their more effe<Stual pre- 
fervation in fuch a ftate. And I have known many in- 
ftances of birds kept in cages that have not moulted for a 
feafon ; particularly a fky 4 ark, which retained his fang- 
in full vigour during the autumn and all the winter. At- 
tempts have been made to bring on a torpid ftate on the 
birds in queftion,by confining them in a cold cellar; but 
without fuccefs. The force of this abje&ion.feems to be 
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loft when we confider, that in this fituation the birds 
muft be in continual fear, and confequently not difpofed 
to make that change, to which inftinlt has directed them, 
for their prefervation andfecurity; fince all their attempts 
are to get out of confinement, as long as they have any 
fpirit or ftrength left; and when thefe are exhauftedj 
they die in courfe: ana, I think, this ftate muft be in¬ 
duced by a difpofition in the animal itfelf, and cannot 
be brought on by compulfion. I hope I fhall be fucceff- 
ful in my endeavours to procure fome of the martins at 
their firft appearance; as the being any wayinftrumental 
to oblige you will be a very great fatisfattion to, See. 


LETTER III. 

TO THE HON. DA1NES BARRINGTON. 

s i r, Totnefs, May 9, 1775. 

T CAN make no other apology for having fo long de- 
* layed writing to you, but a defire to get as much in¬ 
formation, as would make my letter worthy your perufal; 
and if falls, as well eftablifhed as the nature of things 
can well admit, are allowed to be of any confequence, I 
hope I have not entirely failed of fuccefs. Mr. trist, the 
prefent recorder, and late member of parliament for this 
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town, afiures me, that he once faw many martins in the 
winter, about Chriftmas, flying to and fro under a 
large rock, not more than a mile from Totnefs, and alfo 
near the river. Mr. dever, a reputable farmer, is ready 
at any time to make oath, that he once found a fwift in 
the church of Afhprington, in the middle of winter; 
that he took it in his hand, and though it fliewed no 
figns of life, he is certain, it could not have been dead 
but a few hours. He fuppofes it dropped from the rcof, 
at a time when fome mafons were at work, repairing a 
breach. thomas didham alfo affirms, that he once 
faw, on the a 6th of December, two fwallows or martins, 
flying in a gentleman’s court of Syfferton; that it was a 
pleafant day; and that he then fuppofed that they had 
iflued from the old thatch-covering of the out-houfes. 
JJut here follows a direct evidence, as to the torpidity 
of one kind of bird. Mr. wia.t made oath, laft Sunday, 
in the parifti church of Haberton, before me and a cre- 
ditable witnefs, that in the winter, and near Chriftmafs, 
he once found, in a hollow afh-tree then taking down, 
a bird covered with a kind of down; that on handling 
it, it fhewed figns of life ; that the two labourers who af- 
fifted in felling the tree, alfo handled it; that when they 
firft perceived the bird, it appeared to be dead, yet the 
heat of their hands made it move brifkly; and that this 
bird he believes to have been a cuckow. As the ftory of 
the cuckow plucking offhis feathers, and remaining tor¬ 
pid during the winter in hollow trees, is generally be¬ 
lieved in this country, the eftabliihment of the fa<ff ap¬ 
peared 
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peared to me of confiderable importance; and if I have 
fucceeded in this point, I hope you will have no objection 
to the manner of afcertaining it. I would with to avoid 
a weak credulity on one hand, and obftinate fcepticifm 
on the other. Again, Mr. achard, of Privy Garden, may 
be now living, to teftify the truth of the account of the 
torpid martins, which he faw taken out of the banks of 
the Rhine, and which, in his letter to p. coll ins on, 
efquire, read before the Royal Society, he fb particularly 
defcribes. Now to prove the torpidity of birds, we have 
the prefumptive evidence of Mr. trist, de ver, didham, 
and myfelf; and the pofitive evidence of Mr. achard, 
Dr. pye, Mr. stevens, and Mr. wiat; all men of cha¬ 
racter, and incapable of aflerting an untruth. The 
opinion of aristotle, that fome of the fame fpecies of 
birds do emigrate ; and that others do pluck off their fea¬ 
thers, and remain torpid during the winter, cannot obtain 
credit: for we cannot fuppofe that thefe animals are go¬ 
verned by different inftindts, in what immediately con¬ 
cerns their exiftence; but by the fame univerfal law of 
mature, independent of their wills or inclination. But 
then the law of nature muft be permitted to have its free 
courfe. Reftraint deftroy s the rule of actions; and there¬ 
fore, though M.buffon and others fucceeded not in their 
attempts to bring on torpidity in fwallows confinedin cold 
cellars, yet I have pleafed myfelf with the idea of con¬ 
fining young fwallows, martins, See. with the old ones; 
which may be eafily taken at their nefts when feeding, 
in a large walled garden, covered with a net or lattice, 
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in which there lhould be a pond. Probably the young 
birds, if the garden were large enough to find them 
food, would not be unealy under their confinement. If 
this experiment fucceeded, it would be curious to ob« 
ferve them in the different degrees of torpidity during 
the winter. The inteftines might at different times be 
infpedted, and their analogy with thofe of the torpid 
bat carefully obferved. I have had an opportunity of 
examining the vifcera of feveral torpid bats. The in- 
teftinal tube was perfectly empty, except about half an 
inch from the anus, where there was a little hard faces. 
The gall-bladder was filled with a pellucid, yellowifh 
fluid. The ball of Fahrenheit’s thermometer being 
laid in the body of one of them, the heat of the blood 
at the heart raifed the quickfilver two degrees. In three 
others, opened at the fame time, no heat could be 
perceived, either by the thermometer or by the touch. 
Thefe experiments being made in the beginning of 
April, it is reafonable to fuppofe, that the bat which 
affe&ed the thermometer, had begun to feel the ap¬ 
proaching feafon. I think there is reafon to believe, 
from the fmall quantity of faces in the inteftines, and 
from its being fo near the anus, that thofe animals, when 
they find themfelves growing torpid, take fufticient food 
to ferve them during the winter. All the animal func¬ 
tions in this ftate are carried on exceedingly flow; but 
that they do go on, in fome degree, is evident from their 
emptinefs, emaciation, and the faces, which are found in 
plenty underneath the place where they hang in clufters. 
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The birds, of the fwallow tribes;, which I have pro¬ 
cured, exhibit perfect plum age and extreme leannefs; the 
inteftines empty, except the gizzard, which contained a 
fubftance mod: like fmall twigs or ftraws. Swifts have 
not yet made their appearance with us; the firft that can 
be procured fhall be examined. The refult fhall be the 
fubje6t of a future letter, when I hope once more to have 
the honour to fubfcribe myfelf, 8tc. 

(a) N. B. I had defired him to fhoot fome of thofe which firft appeared, 
and examine their inteftines \ as I alfo did with regard to the torpid bats. 

D. BARRINGTON'* 
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